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to sleep on their benches. At night, wrote Smollett, " the
slaves lie upon the naked banks, without any other covering
than a tilt." They were given water mixed with vinegar and
a little oil to drink and biscuit to eat and a handful of beans;
twice a week a little rice and cheese. Naturally, ship and slaves
alike were filthy, in spite of some sanitary precautions and
of the severity of the discipline. Smollett, after his visit to
the galleys at Nice in 1764, wrote:
It is impossible, they say, to keep such a number of desperate
people under any regular command without exercising such
severities as must shock humanity. It is almost equally impos-
sible to maintain any tolerable degree of cleanliness where such
a number of wretches are crowded together without conveniences,
or even the necessaries of life. They are ordered twice a week
to stop, clean, and bathe themselves in the sea; but notwith-
standing all the precautions of discipline, they swarm with
vermin, and the vessel smells like a hospital or crowded gaol.
People endured the inconceivable hardship of this life and
survived. John Knox, the Scottish reformer, captured at the
siege of St Andrews in 1547, was a galley-convict for some
months on the Loire, where, it is true, conditions could not be
quite so bad as on the Mediterranean. Nevertheless, Smollett
at Nice found the galley-slaves apparently " quite insensible
of their misery. Like so many convicts at Newgate, they laugh
and sing and swear and get drunk when they can.'* They
had a band on the galley which he visited, and they expected a
" gratification " for playing on his arrival. As he walked for-
ward he was accosted by slaves offering to black his shoes.
If you submitted to have your shoes polished you had your
pocket picked during the process. If you did not submit, but
passed on, the galley-slaves maliciously transferred to you " a
colony of vermin, which these fellows have a very dexterous
method of conveying to strangers." *
In 1748 the French Government abolished (or rather began
1 Tobias Smollett, Travels through France and Italy (1763-65), Letter
XIII (Nice, January 15,1764).